 Their personal and property rights -particularly whether people are affected economically, or experience personal disadvantage which may include a violation of their civil liberties.
 Their fears and aspirations -their perceptions about their safety, their fears about the future of their community, and their aspirations for their future and that of their children.
In order to measure these changes we need a baseline of the situation prior to project interventions. Socio-economic context analysis provides this baseline. When undertaken in a participatory manner, such analysis helps stakeholders to understand the complexity and reality of people's lives and livelihoods, their relationship with the environment and the drivers of
SOCIAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT
Lessons learned from REDD+ and other conservation strategies January 2014 degradation and biodiversity loss. Knowledge gained through this process can help in the development of a credible Theory of Change (or conceptual model) to inform project design, implementation and impact assessment.
Why is SIA important for conservation?
As conservationists, we often see that the behaviour of the women and men living in and around the areas where we work affects, and is affected by, the biodiversity we seek to conserve. Understanding the complex inter-relationships between people and their environment, building on local knowledge, and developing strong relationships of trust with local communities are therefore all key to achieving our vision of "ensuring that biodiversity is effectively conserved by the people who live closest to it, supported by the global community". This requires an empowering, participatory approach to contextual analysis, monitoring and evaluation, including SIA, that enables the development of joint understanding and action, and mutual learning amongst all stakeholders.
In addition to FFI's vision and position on conservation, livelihoods and governance 1 on how our work affects local communities, there are a number of relevant international policies, guidelines and treaties 2 , including under the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), which we need to take into account, for both practical and ethical reasons, as well as to manage reputational risk.
FFI project teams identified the following reasons for undertaking a social impact assessment:
 To understand local perceptions, history, cultural context in order to design better projects.
 To improve joint understanding of the drivers of deforestation and habitat degradation.
 To enable us to communicate the risks and negative impacts, as well as the benefits, of conservation projects.
 To be able to create incentives for conservation compatible behaviour or to compensate for restricting access to resources.
 For mutual learning among stakeholders through the process.  For accountability to communities and to funders, and to confirm that we meet institutional commitments to people's well-being in the delivery of our vision.
In the particular context of REDD+, internationally recognised voluntary standards require projects to demonstrate net positive benefits to the livelihoods and well-being of local communities. Context analysis and social impact assessment are integral to providing evidence of costs, risks and benefits. For example, the community section of the Climate, Community & Biodiversity (CCB) Standards (version 3) oblige project proponents to describe communities at the start of the project, incorporating well-being information and community characteristics, including their relationship with natural resources and the customary institutions and rules governing their use. There is also a requirement to describe the social, economic and cultural diversity within communities, and the differences and interactions between community groups. Project proponents must use "appropriate methodologies" to estimate the impacts of project activities on communities and community groups over the lifetime of the project.
The Plan Vivo standard (2012 draft) requires a 'socio-economic baseline scenario' to be described in the project document. This baseline scenario should include basic information on wealth and income levels, main livelihood activities, local governance structures and cultural groups. It must also describe how conditions are expected to change in the absence of the project. A 'socio-economic impact assessment plan' based on locally relevant indicators must also be developed within one year of the project validation. The assessment plan should include a description of any performance targets, and how results will be used to evaluate the effectiveness of the project.
Conservation initiatives, including REDD+ projects, can only be designed and implemented effectively if we have sufficient and appropriate information to inform project planning, including information on the socio-economic context of local stakeholder communities. SIA is inextricably linked to key processes, such as Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) since understanding potential costs, benefits and risks of a project is needed for informed consent. It is also related to the design of equitable benefit-sharing mechanisms since these are fundamental to ensuring net positive benefits for communities affected by conservation interventions. Other issues, such as gender, as well as tenure and resource use rights, will also influence how social impacts are distributed within and between stakeholder groups 3 .
How do we design and implement an SIA process? 4
Initial socio-economic context analysis should be carried out before other project interventions start. There needs to be a period of pre-project design in which the focus is on building relationships with women and men within potentially affected communities and other local stakeholders. Through this process, we can learn more about the local context and jointly explore key issues with those stakeholders to develop a common understanding of the drivers of biodiversity loss, the likely impacts of conservation activities and the most appropriate strategies to address these. Even where we have been working for some time, if an initial socio-economic analysis was not formally carried out early on, it is worth taking the time to capture and analyse the tacit knowledge acquired by field staff to date. This may well identify knowledge gaps or key assumptions that need to be addressed through further exploration. On-going socio-economic monitoring is relevant over the life of the project in order to inform adaptive management and test the assumptions of our Theory of Change.
SIA is part of an iterative process which should include the following steps:
1. Context analysis -including differentiated stakeholder analysis -to provide a description of socio-economic conditions of women and men in the project area 5 at the start of the project. The CCB standards also require establishment of a 'without-project' or 'social reference' scenario, a form of projected counterfactual analysis, to predict what the future social conditions would be in the absence of project interventions.
2. Develop a Theory of Change (ToC) together with key stakeholders, including female and male community representatives. A ToC is a 'conceptual model' or hypothesis of how the project will achieve its intended changes, describing logical, causal links between project activities, short-term outputs, mid-term outcomes and longer-term impact.
3. Identify the most likely social impacts, both positive and negative, of proposed activities. Some of these may have been identified in step 2 but negative social impacts are often overlooked at that stage. For conservation projects, particularly where they include restricting people's access to natural resources, the type and degree of impacts are most likely to depend on the extent to which people are reliant on locally generated ecosystem goods and services. 5. Develop a monitoring plan to identify how data are to be collected, how often, and by whom.
Select appropriate indicators
6. Analyse data, document findings and verify with stakeholders. Design and implementation of monitoring is only useful once the data collected are analysed, documented and shared in ways appropriate to different stakeholders. This is important both for transparency and accountability and provides an opportunity to check back with stakeholders whether the results are consistent with their perceptions of what is happening in the project area.
Use findings to adapt project activities where necessary to maximise positive impacts and mitigate negative ones, as well as to inform any changes necessary to the monitoring process itself (for example, addition of indicators to capture previously unexpected changes).
FFI project teams have identified a number of key pointers in the design of an appropriate SIA, based on experience to date:
 The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework, and the associated concept of well-being, are useful for helping us to frame our socio-economic context analysis and SIA
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. Women and men in the project area need to be involved in defining locally appropriate indicators of well-being. Increased cash income, for example, is not the only thing people value and whether cash results in desired improvements to well-being depends on how it is spent.
 We need to employ people with appropriate socio-economic expertise, both in the field and at the project technical support level.
 Paying attention to diversity and differentiation within communities groups is critical. We need to understand sub-groups within communities, such as different resource user groups, customary groups, youth, women, and vulnerable households such as the extreme poor.
 We need to address the issue of attribution -how do we know what caused the observed impact? This can be assessed through developing a logical, plausible Theory of Change, the use of Participatory Impact Assessment (PIA) methods or control-intervention studies.
 Use of mixed methods can be particularly useful: quantitative methods help us to understand what is happening; qualitative methods help us to understand why.
 Some tools and methods project teams have used include: stakeholder mapping; household surveys; key informant interviews; focus group discussions; informal meetings and participant observation. The choice of tools depends on the level at which change is expected (individual, household, group, community, etc.) and whether it is important to stimulate discussion or come to a consensus on specific points.  People's perceptions of positive and negative impacts are especially useful when trying to understand what drives their behaviour even if other types of data appear to tell a different story.
 We should try to ensure context analysis and M&E is an empowering process that stimulates discussion and action within communities, not just a data extraction exercise. As part of this, we should always share the results of data analysis with the community for validation and to discuss the implications for future action.
What challenges do we face and how have we tried to overcome them?
Social science literature identifies a number of challenges with undertaking socio-economic analysis and impact assessment, which have been echoed by FFI project teams.
 The nature of social impacts makes them difficult to predict and to measure, particularly in the short-term. Community members have diverse perspectives and are impacted in different ways. Impacts are hard to attribute to any particular intervention.
 Cost-effectiveness: there is a need to balance a desire for (social) scientific rigour with the limitations of often tight budgets and the need both to provide evidence of impact and learn from experience in order to inform adaptive management. This is particularly a constraint for FFI projects that start with small grants where there is often insufficient time and resources to enable effective analysis to inform project plans. Short donor imposed project cycles are also restrictive.
 Limited capacity exists among project staff in terms of time and of skills, particularly in the use of social science methods and the facilitation of Participatory Learning and Action processes 7 , as well as local language skills and cultural understanding. While many participatory tools and guidelines are available to FFI teams, on-going mentoring and practical field experience are still needed to enable staff and partners to use them in empowering ways. In particular, support is needed on how to design appropriate questions and methods, engage with different stakeholders on often sensitive issues, and deal with strategic responses 8 and conflict.
The latter two points, together with practical and ethical considerations, generally preclude use of so-called 'gold standard' impact assessment methodologies such as randomised control trials (RCTs).
These factors, together with the diversity of conservation project activities and sites, and the complexity, dynamism and context-specific nature of socio-economic systems, mean that there is no single 'blueprint' SIA methodology applicable to all projects. However, in addition to the basic steps and pointers in the previous section, FFI project teams identified the following tips for overcoming these key challenges to SIA.
 Be aware of what went before -has there been an SIA conducted previously? Is there existing data and/or tacit knowledge that we can draw on?
 Although it might be tempting to outsource SIA to external 'experts', this restricts the opportunity for building both our own capacity and relationships of trust with communities. An alternative is to work closely with partner organisations or others with the required expertise.
 An initial stakeholder analysis is vital in order to identify with whom we need to engage. However, we may find as we work more and more with a community that there are people that we hadn't included in our initial analysis who are also important stakeholders. So we need to see stakeholder analysis, alongside other steps in an SIA, as part of an iterative process.
 It's important to 'triangulate' information from different sources in order to identify different perspectives, including potentially contentious issues, and to address strategic response and bias.
 Document the process diligently. Photographs, voice or video recorders -with the permission of those involved -can be useful both for documentation and for validation back with community groups. A dedicated note taker in the team can enable the interviewer or discussion facilitator to focus on the discussion, rather than on writing notes. It is important to prioritise time to write up and analyse the results of interviews and discussions.
 Focus Group Discussions can be an efficient and effective way of involving a wide range of stakeholders, if well facilitated.
 Value informal and enjoyable forms of research, such as 'participant observation' i.e. spending time in a community, drinking tea, helping out, chatting and observing life in general. This can provide valuable insights, build trust and help teams better understand people's livelihoods, including internal power dynamics within and between communities.
 Research should be participatory wherever possible. This helps to build trust and enables people to explore for themselves what the issues are with sustainable resource use and conservation, rather than being told by outsiders. Be aware that we are imposing on people's valuable time so making the process enjoyable, useful and at the most appropriate time and place from their perspective is important too.
 We need to be flexible. There are a range of tools to help facilitate participation. The goal is not to complete the exercises in the tool but use them where and when they help the process and put them aside if they don't.
 Don't just collect all possible information -much data collected isn't used. Focus on what's important and be realistic about what can be analysed. An initial context analysis is likely to include more variables than we need to use in monitoring and in impact assessment. Developing a Theory of Change with stakeholders can help in identification of those indicators most relevant to the changes we expect to see (both positive and negative) and to test our assumptions.
